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Education is the new buffalo: Stonechild

Blair Stonechild’s book The New Buffalo: The Struggle for Aboriginal Post-Secondary 
Education in Canada delves into the politics behind First Nations education policy.

Linguist Jan van Eijk finds beauty and complexity in the 
Lillooet language – a Salishan language spoken in southern 

British Columbia by the St’at’imc people.

Blair Stonechild’s varied 
experiences as an administra-
tor, educator and student 
provided the motivation to 
write about First Nations 
education policy in his book 
The New Buffalo: The Struggle 
for Aboriginal Post-Secondary 
Education in Canada.

Stonechild is a Cree-
Saulteaux member of the 
Muscowpetung First Nation 
and a professor of  Indigenous 
Studies at the First  Nations 
University of Canada 
(FNUniv).

He was a residential 
school student; attended an 
all-boys high school run by 
Jesuit priests; received his 
undergraduate education at 
McGill University; was one of 
the founding board members 
of Manitou College, one of 
the first Aboriginal-controlled 
post-secondary institutions in 
Canada; and was one of the 
first faculty members to teach 
at the Saskatchewan  Indian 

Federated College, now 
known as FNUniv.

“The ‘new buffalo’ is 
actually a term that was used 
by elders to talk about educa-

tion,” Stonechild says, ex-
plaining the title of his book. 
“When you look at traditional 
culture, the buffalo probably 
provided 95 per cent of all the 

things that they needed. With 
the buffalo gone, the ques-
tion became what replaces it? 
When you take a look at the 
struggle in the treaties, the 

– continued on page 2

Traditional First Nations 
languages boundless: van Eijk

Even after decades of 
study, linguist Jan van Eijk 
still finds something new to 
learn about Lillooet, a Sal-
ishan language spoken in 
southern British Columbia by 
the St’at’imc people.

“First Nations languages 
are bottomless and bound-
less,” says van Eijk, a professor 
at the First Nations University 
of Canada. “Every word you 
record is a jewel and if it’s 
lost because the last surviving 
Elder who knows these words 
dies, that’s it. It’s a great loss 
to humanity. So, you are very 
happy when you come across 
a word or a particular turn 
of phrase you have not come 
across before. There is so 
much wisdom in each word or 
phrase.”

Early students of 
Aboriginal languages, including 
many anthropologists 
and linguists of a bygone 
era as well as settlers and 
missionaries, assumed that 
these languages were primitive 
compared to English. 
According to van Eijk, this 
view could not be further 
from the truth.

“From those early descrip-
tions, you get either the idea 
that these languages only 
have five hundred words and 
a couple of grunts or it’s just 
a growl from the throat,” he 
explains. “And then, on the 
other hand, you get the opin-
ion – quite often batted about 
by amateur linguists or in 
articles in the popular press – 
that these languages are overly 

specific, that they don’t give 
the speaker the tools to think 
in abstract concepts.”

One of the common 
misconceptions in this vein 
is the idea that the Inuit, for 
example, have hundreds of 
words for snow when, de-
pending on the dialect, there 
are only four or five.

On the other hand, if 
an Aboriginal language does 
make finer distinctions than 
English, it does not mean the 
language cannot deal with 
abstract concepts.

 “People forget that lan-
guage itself is an abstraction,” 
says van Eijk. “For example, 
the Lillooet language has 12 
different words for ‘this’ and 
‘that’ and ‘these’ and ‘those’, 
whether something is close 

by, farther away or still farther 
away, singular or plural, and 
visible or not visible.

“It doesn’t mean that they 
can’t conceptualize the idea 

of distance. They can do so 
superbly. The point is they 
convey that idea into language 
differently from the way we 

way they were negotiated and 
the foresight of the negotia-
tors, education was the thing 
that would guarantee the 
ability of First Nations people 
to survive in this new world. 
So that is basically the con-
cept, that the new buffalo is 
access to education – not just 
elementary and secondary, but 
post-secondary as well.”

The book delves into the 
history and politics behind 
how First Nations post-
secondary education has been 
funded and controlled. One 
of the main points of conten-
tion between the Canadian 
government and First Nations 
people, he notes, is their dis-
agreement about whether or 
not post-secondary education 
is a treaty right.

“The only real respon-
sibility Indian Affairs will 
take is what has been man-
dated by Parliament in terms 
of legislation and that in a 

– continued on page 2
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Writ 
Large
Shauneen Pete
President
First Nations University 
of Canada

Indigenous knowledge is front and centre to the 
work of the First Nations University of Canada (FNUniv) 
faculty. Dr. Fidji Gendron (Science), for example, led the 
Native Prairie Project an initiative where native plants 
became educational tools for learning in partnership with 
Elders. Dr. Arzu Sardarli (Science) studied water quality 
in First Nations communities. This project engaged Elders 
and developed a model of mathematical water quality dy-
namics. Dr. Carrie Bourassa the principal investigator for 
the Indigenous Peoples Health Research Centre led the In-
digenous Community-Based Health Research Laboratories 
project. Our science department contributes to Indigenous 
knowledge preservation and transmission locally, nation-
ally and internationally.

In 2001, Arok Wolvengrey (Indian Languages, 
 Literatures, and Linguistics) published a two-volume Cree-
English bilingual dictionary nēhiyawēwin: itwēwina / Cree: 
Words and is currently working on a second, expanded 
edition as well as the Online Cree Dictionary Project at 
www.creedictionary.com. Linguist, Jan van Eijk is also 
working on a dictionary, for Lillooet, the Salish language 
due for publication in 2011. Olga Lovick produced the 
Conversation in Upper Tanana Athabascan and the Tetlin 
Histories as told by Upper Tanana Athabascan Elder Cora 
David. Our linguistics faculty work collaboratively with 
our communities for the purposes of language preservation 
and revitalization.

Dr. Blair Stonechild (Indigenous Studies) produced 
a biography entitled Buffy Sainte-Marie: It’s My Way (Fall 
2010). Buffy most recently received the Governor Gen-
eral’s Lifetime Achievement Award in the Arts. Lionel 
Peyachew (Indian Fine Arts) produced a major bronze 
sculpture entitled Counting Coup. It will be transported 
from Santa Fe, New Mexico to its final destination at the 
Painted Hand Casino in Yorkton. Dr. Jesse Rae Archibald 
Barber (English) is involved in three research projects: the 
use of traditional and modern games in First Nations lit-
eratures and popular culture; the ethics of artistic represen-
tation of Aboriginal cultures and traditions in literature; 
and, the recuperation of Louis Riel’s poetry as part of a 
historical study of Aboriginal and Canadian literature. His 
research has already produced several conference papers 
and public presentations. FNUniv faculty showcase our 
cultural treasures.

Clearly, Indigenous research is very much a part of the 
culture at FNUniv. Engaging Elders and a focus on cultur-
al and linguistic preservation are integral to our research 
contributions. The above mentioned projects represent 
a fraction of research conducted. FNUniv is committed 
to the mission of preserving and enhancing First Nations 
cultures and languages, and our unique ways of knowing.

– from page 1 van Eijk

– from page 1 Stonechild
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nutshell is the Indian Act. If 
you take out the Indian Act, 
you will find that all it really 
sanctions is federal support 
for elementary and second-
ary education. It doesn’t 
say anything about funding 
post-secondary education. 
It’s  silent on that.

“The problem with this is 
that it runs head-long into the 
Aboriginal position, the First 
Nations position, which was 
articulated all the way back to 
the Indian Control of Indian 
Education policy. I argue in 

my book that, if you look 
at the original negotiations 
that took place during the 
treaties in the 1880s and you 
look closely at the wording 
and the statements that were 
said, you can find there is 
a rationale for saying First 
 Nations people didn’t want 
just  elementary and second-
ary education. They wanted 
access to the full range of 
 educational  opportunities.”

While the federal govern-
ment does provide some fund-
ing to Aboriginal controlled 
post-secondary institutions, 

it is not in the form of core 
funding. The struggle to make 
it so continues.

“The real value of tak-
ing post-secondary education 
seriously is not just for the 
sake of rights, or for what 
money it brings in, but for 
the sake of higher education 
itself, because to me person-
ally, I find it very liberating,” 
says Stonechild. “I find that it 
is something that has helped 
me not just to get a job. It has 
helped me as a person. To me, 
that’s the true value of higher 
education.”

do in English.”
Other Aboriginal lang-

uages provide similar insights.
“For example, Cree has 

two different words for ‘we,’ 
niyanân meaning ‘we but 
not you’ and kiyânaw mean-
ing ‘we, you included.’ This 
avoids the kind of ambigu-
ity we have in English when 
my wife tells me, on behalf 
of herself and our sons, ‘Jan, 
we are going to the movies.’ 
In English that could mean 
‘We (the boys and I) are going 
to the movies, but you stay 
home.’ Or it could mean ‘We 
(all of us, you too) are going 
to the movies.’ That kind of 
ambiguity is impossible in 
Cree.”

Lillooet and other Ab-
original languages also offer 
insight into Aboriginal 
peoples’ moral and spiritual 
perspectives.

“For example, there is a 
Lillooet term á7xa7. It’s very 
hard to translate. It means 

something like blessed, 
 supernatural, talented – 
things of that realm – and it 
means that you are good at 
something, but that doesn’t 
mean you have that talent on 
your own,” explains van Eijk. 
“You were blessed with that 
talent by the Creator or by 
your elders. So, it not only 
acknowledges skill and talent 
but also the obligation to 
carry it with great humility 
because you are just not that 
smart yourself. You got that 
from somebody.”

Similarly, Cree nouns 
are divided into two groups: 
animate and inanimate. All 
words for human beings, 
animals and trees are ani-
mate, and so are a few others, 
such as the word for ‘pipe’ 
(a very important object 
in traditional Plains Cree 
religion). All other terms are 
inanimate. Collectively, Cree 
nouns inform us about tra-
ditional Cree world view and 
 spirituality.

Speakers of Aboriginal 
languages can also make new 
words for things using mate-
rial from their own languages. 
The Lillooet word for ‘car’, 
kém’cwyeqs, for example, 
translates to ‘snub nose,’ a ref-
erence to the upright radiators 
found on old-fashioned cars 
like T-Fords. Another Lillooet 
example is the word lhvp’leqs, 
which means literally ‘floppy 
nose’ and is used for both 
‘elephant’ and ‘turkey’.

In the same way, Cree 
coined the words kihci-môh-
komân, literally ‘big-knife’, 
for ‘American’, in reference to 
the sabres of the 19th-century 
American cavalry, and sêhkê-
payîs, meaning ‘the thing that 
moves by itself,’ for ‘car’.

 “Every language encodes 
knowledge in its own unique 
way,” says van Eijk. “We can-
not base general psychology, 
how people think, how they 
classify language, how they 
classify reality, on just on one 
language (i.e. English).”

Promoting responsible management of the world’s forests

Academic 
Excellence

Artist Lionel Peyachew 
shows how to make a 

drum at the First Nations 
University of Canada’s Day 

of Academic Excellence, 
an event held this spring 

to highlight the range 
of research and artistic 
pursuits taking place at 

FNUniv.
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One of Alfred Young Man’s challenges as an educator is finding a way to teach non-native 
students Indian Fine Arts from the native perspective.

Native perspective
not easily taught

Professor Alfred Young 
Man has spent the majority 
of his 33 years as an educa-
tor teaching Indian Fine Arts 
from the native perspective 
to non-native students. It’s an 
endeavour that has been ripe 
with challenges.

“It’s amazing how little 
students know when they 
come into a course about First 
Nations history and the idea of 
there being something called 
Indian Fine Arts,” says Young 
Man, who teaches at the First 
Nations University of Canada.

“Your average non-native 
student, as a rule, expects their 
professors to teach without 
qualification the ethnocentric 
version of Euro-American his-
tory, not the native perspective 
they are receiving, so this new 
discovery comes as somewhat 
of an eye-opener.”

Young Man knows the 
hurdles involved in understand-
ing what the native perspec-
tive is. While he grew up on a 
reservation in Montana, he was 
educated in Western schools.

“Anybody who studied 
Indians at all were mainly 
anthropologists who looked 
at Indians as primitive sav-
ages,” says Young Man. “Being 
a  native person myself, I had 
to try to make sense of that 
convoluted way of thinking 
because it certainly didn’t 
speak to my identity. But, 
being a young person at the 
time, it was a bit much for 
me to handle, as it is for any 
student that age.

“So, when I started teach-
ing, I had to reorganize my 
own thinking in regards to the 
native perspective. I set out 
to formulate a theory about 
what it is. I teach that there 
are two different paradigms 
out there and that the two are 
always working at odds with 
each other. (Students) learn to 
internalize them both, utilize 
them both and, with any luck, 
a third reality will emerge.”

First Nations students 
tend to have an easier time 
with the course than their 
non-native counterparts 

because they have had experi-
ence with both native and 
Western perspectives before 
entering the classroom. The 
class’ subject matter reinforces 
knowledge they have acquired 
through their lifetime of learn-
ing native art, local history 
and cultural heritage.

According to Young Man 
non-native students, however, 
sometimes have difficulty 
articulating the differences 
between the native perspective 

and the Western perspective 
because they have not been 
taught one even exists.

“Now they are learning to 
understand and use that on 
their own, and it’s not as easy 
as they think it is,” says Young 
Man. “One of the things I 
encourage them to do is not 
repeat what I’m saying. That’s 
not the point of the course. 
The point of the course is to 
get them thinking indepen-
dently, to get them thinking 

outside themselves – to use 
the native perspective to help 
them get outside of them-
selves.

“The ultimate payoff is 
when I make a breakthrough. 
This last class I had a student 
write me a glowing email 
about how much she got out 
of it. That’s the payoff. It 
doesn’t always come when I 
want it. But, when it does, it’s 
really heartening. That makes 
it all worthwhile.”

Linda Goulet and Jo-Ann Episkenew are helping Aboriginal youth develop self-confidence, 
reflective decision-making, and leadership abilities through a three-day workshop. 

Workshop shows 
youth their potential

Aboriginal youth in 
Saskatchewan are discovering 
their potential as people and 
as leaders through the Theatre 
for Living project – a three-day 
workshop designed to develop 
participants’ self-confidence, 
reflective decision-making and 
leadership.

The project is being con-
ducted by researchers Jo-Ann 
Episkenew, director of the 
Indigenous Peoples’ Health 
Centre, and Linda Goulet, a 
professor in the Department 
of Indigenous Education at 
the First Nations University of 
Canada, in collaboration with 
Warren Linds at Concordia 
University; Karen Schmidt, a 
health educator with File Hills 
Qu’Appelle Tribal  Council and 
other partners.

Youth from partnering 
Aboriginal communities spend 
three days creating vignettes, 
engaging in theatre games 
and other exercises structured 
to promote trust-building, 
sharing stories and discussing 
decision-making and youth 
leadership.

For Episkenew, one of the 
most important outcomes is the 
development of students’ sense 
of agency because it is a step 

in addressing the harm done 
when generations of  Aboriginal 
people had the power of choice 
taken from them by things 
such as the Indian Act and 
residential schools.

 “These kids might not 
understand all of this policy 
and political history, yet they 
have learned that the power 
lies outside of their communi-
ties,” says Episkenew. “What 
we want in developing their 
leadership is to show them that 
they do have choices in their 
life. It isn’t all coming from 
somebody else.

 “(Participants) have told 
us that (the workshop) is a 
place where they are free to 
be themselves and that they 
are safe. They say it’s not like 
this ‘out there.’ If we can help 
them develop their confidence, 
maybe ‘out there’ could be bet-
ter for them.”

The project fosters that 
sense of agency by getting stu-
dents to examine the choices 
they make in their own lives. 
Goulet sees it as adding a layer 
to the health education many 
students receive in school.

“We are not going in 
with value judgements – ‘this 
is bad’, ‘this is good,’” says 

Goulet. “We are trying to help 
them look at what decisions 
they are making and how they 
are coming to make those deci-
sions, so that they can reflect 
and make a healthier choice. 
So, maybe they won’t quit 
drinking. But maybe when 
the decision comes to ‘do I get 
into a car with a person who 
has been drinking’ or not, they 
might decide not to get into 
that car.

“The other thing we are 
teaching is that there is no 
right answer, that you interpret 

reality through your own lens 
and that you have a right to do 
that, because often kids think 
there is one answer. Again, you 
are looking at the history of 
residential schools and, unfor-
tunately, schooling that takes 
place where there is only one 
right answer.”

The Theatre for Living 
project got its start with the 
help of $10,000 from the 
Indigenous People’s Health 
Research Center four years ago 
and was recently awarded a 
$380,000 four-year operating 

grant from the Canadian Insti-
tutes of Health Research.

Part of this money is being 
used for a community research 
assistant who, in addition to 
organizing the workshops, is 
tasked with forming an  advisory 
committee of youth, adults, 
parents, health workers and 
Elders. This committee advises 
and informs the project. The 
research assistant also organizes 
a youth group that meets on a 
regular basis and helps youth 
engage in health-related projects 
based on their interests.
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Native prairie reflects Elders’ knowledge
Since the construction of 

the First Nations University of 
Canada (FNUniv) building, its 
native prairie has served as an 
important educational tool.

The space is open to the 
public and used as an outdoor 
laboratory by FNUniv students 
and researchers.

Fidji Gendron, a FNUniv 
biology professor, has been 
gathering information about 
native prairie plants from 
Elders with the goal of sharing 
their knowledge and informing 
what goes into the space.

The space has both native 
grasses and wildflower species. 
Signs describe the traditional 
uses of the plants and give 
their names in the five tribal 
 languages of Saskatchewan 
– Cree, Saulteaux, Dakota, 
Nakota, and Dene.

In the summer of 2008 
a Four Directions Medicine 
Wheel was added.

“The design was given to 
us by a female Elder,” explains 
Gendron. “There are four 
 sections. The section facing 
north has white flowers for 
winter. The section facing east 
has yellow flowers for when the 
sun will rise. The section facing 
south has blue flowers for blue 
waters during summer time and 
the section facing west has red 
flowers for sunsets.”

She emphasizes that there 
are many different kinds of 
medicine wheels and that some 
tribes, such as the Dakota-
Sioux, do not have a wheel but 
have the Sacred Hoop. The 
hoop represents the idea that all 
people and things hold equal 
value; it also represents both the 

cycle of life and the seasons.
The Buffalo Rock is an-

other important feature people 
will find in the space. It was put 
there as a reminder of the ani-
mal’s significance to Aboriginal 
people and the ‘new buffalo.’

“Years ago, the buffalo 
would provide everything and 
now the Elders say that it is 
education that will provide 
everything,” says Gendron.

Gendron takes this senti-
ment to heart and in that spirit 
enthusiastically teaches others 
about the significance of native 
prairie plants. She frequently 
holds workshops for both 
school children and members 
of the general public.

She says that many people 
are interested in growing native 
plants in their own gardens but 
have trouble finding them from 

commercial growers. So, in the 
Fall, she shows them how to 
collect the seeds from FNUniv’s 
native prairie so they can grow 
their own seedlings.

 “It increases biodiversity,” 
says Gendron. “The other thing 
is these plants have been here 
before us and they have adapted 
to the conditions we have. 
These plants will survive frost. 
They are drought-resistant. In 
the first year, you have to take 

care of them. You have to water 
them. But, the years after, you 
don’t have to water them that 
much. They don’t need fertil-
izers. They don’t usually get 
diseases carried by bugs. So 
they are well adapted to the 
conditions we have here. And, 
of course, a lot of insects and 
small mammals rely on these 
species.”
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1. The Buffalo Rock is representative of the importance 
that animal has to First Nations people. 

2. School groups often visit the native prairie to learn 
about plants. 

3. Petalostemon purpureus (purple) and Achillea 
millefolium, also known as Common Yarrow (white) 

4. Chrysopsis villosa, also known as Hairy Golden Aster 

5. Fidji Gendron delivers a workshop to participants 
interested in growing native prairie plants in their 
own gardens. 

6. Geum triflorum also known as Prairie Smoke 

7. The colour of the plants in the FNUniv’s Medicine 
Wheel represent the four directions: north, east, 
south, west.
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